A characteristic of higher education in Europe in the late twentieth and early twenty-first centuries has been an emerging interest in leadership within, and of, universities as organisations. There has previously been interest in leadership within a number of academic disciplines; and this has been demonstrated by a focus on advanced research on leadership from theoretical and applied perspectives relevant to non-university organisations, including businesses, service industries and those in the public sector. There has also been the teaching of leadership theory and applications in a number of academic disciplines to students preparing to enter, or already engaging in, certain professions where leadership concepts and applications are perceived to be relevant and essential in their professional work. The more recent interest in university corporate or organisational leadership has parallels in the growth over a much longer period in a perception of the value and an appreciation of leadership as a social, political and management phenomenon.
Sources of interest in university organisational leadership
A number of societal processes have promoted a developing interest in university organisational leadership applying to whole university organisations, as distinct from organisational subunit and group leadership, and the concomitant need to explore organisational leadership as practised through research. Each will be examined briefly here.
Expansion of leadership knowledge and assumed universality of leadership
An expansion of applied knowledge and appreciation of leadership as a set of processes both influences and is consequently assimilated in social, political and organisational contexts. The roles and responsibilities of leadership as a set of processes are assumed to improve outcomes and potentially contribute to organisational and societal betterment. For organisations, leadership is assumed to be a key influence on performance (for example, see Bass, 1990, pp. 1-10; Bratton et al., 2005, pp. 10-12; Dubrin, 2001, pp. 6-9; Yukl, 2006, pp. 370-2) , 1 whether that occurs through achieving abstract or concrete outcomes, or through carrying out policies successfully, anticipating alternative futures and navigating the organisation towards the most suitable one; whether it is effective or ineffective; and whether or not the organisation achieves its intended goals through the active and passive influences or the omission of any policy on, or action, of leadership.
Ironically, despite changes in individual personalities involved in organisational leadership and variations in approaches, many organisations seem to be judged effective by themselves and others, suggesting that organisational successes cannot be attributed infallibly to specific leaders at particular times. It can be assumed that, even where there is a hierarchy of leaders, leadership that attains and even surpasses the essential outcomes for each organisation, is typically the work and inspiration of more than one individual, 2 though individual leaders may contribute significantly. On the contrary, leadership can be perceived as a system of interacting components with known and unknown inputs and outputs. This characteristic will be analysed in Chapter 2, as a way of seeing the integral contributions of leadership within universities as complex organisations engaging with highly complex environments in a diversity of concrete and more abstract processes.
The universal, societal interest in leadership in the late twentieth and early twenty-first centuries is attested by the very large number of published books and other available print and electronic media. Goffee and Jones (2000) demonstrate this in their study in which they indicate that there were approximately 2000 new books published each year in English alone. This substantial literature on leadership reports empirical research, theory development and related concept formation, as well as leadership development models applied by leadership and management consultants in the analysis and development of leadership in a variety of organisational types and industries in different economic sectors. Overall, these works are contributing to a universal, and, as yet incomplete, but evolving
